Collaborative learning is a twenty-first-century education trend with its main characteristic being the interaction among classmates. Collaborative learning in kindergarten, however, presents many difficulties, as preschoolers do not have advanced cooperation skills. As a result, teachers face challenges when applying this method. The study aimed to evaluate teachers' opinions about collaborative learning. The study's sample was composed of 107 kindergarten teachers in Greek schools. The tool was an improvised questionnaire that included personal characteristics of the sample, 14 multiple-choice questions on the application of collaborative learning and 33 questions regarding teachers' opinions about collaborative learning. Analysis of the data has shown that collaborative learning is frequently used in kindergarten schools, even though almost half of the teachers have never attended a relevant training course. In addition, teachers have highly evaluated the results of the method, which includes social and cognitive skills and the effects of collaborative learning evaluation and skills advancement. 
INTRODUCTION
Social interplay in the classroom initially concerned the research community in the early 1950s and late 1960s, when Bales and Strodtbeck (1951) and Flanders (1970) investigated the interaction between the teacher and the pupils, as a whole group, rather than small groups in the classroom.
This social interaction has led to a new education trend, called collaborative learning. Collaborative learning refers to several educational processes, the interaction among classmates being its main characteristic. However, the interaction between learners and teachers, or learners and place or learning material is also present in a collaborative learning environment (Dillenbourg, Järvelä, & Fischer, 2009 ).
Nowadays, collaborative learning is a widely spread method used at every education level of formal teaching, as well as in informal teaching. Several studies have been conducted in order to investigate collaborative learning either at school (Tolmie et al., 2010; Häkkinen, Järvelä, Mäkitalo-Siegl, Ahonen, Näykki, & Valtonen, 2015) , at college (Bonk & King, 2012; Barkley, Cross, & Major, 2014) , in higher education (Healey, 2014; Zheng, Niiya, & Warschauer, 2015) or in adult education programmes (Nevin, Thousand, & Villa, 2009; Sinha, Rogat, Adams-Wiggins, & Hmelo-Silver, 2015) . It is worth noting that this teaching method has recently drawn attention because of the extensive use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) within the teaching process (Duţă, & Martínez-Rivera, 2015; Zhan, Fong, Mei, & Liang, 2015) .
However, literature that is related to collaborative learning in kindergarten is poor, especially when compared with other educational levels, even though preschool education is supposed to constitute the base of the educational system. Most studies investigate preschool collaborative learning in terms of learning through play (Jin & Moran, 2017) or the use of computer technology (Said, Forret, & Eames, 2013; García-Valcárcel Muñoz-Repiso, & Caballero González, 2017) . Nevertheless, the main aim of the majority of the studies conducted is skills development, such as language (BlumKulka, & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2010 ) and mathematical-thinking development (Artut, 2009 ).
Another significant issue regarding this topic is the reflections of teachers on cooperative learning.
Teachers are supposed to be the main keystone of the implementation of collaborative learning programmes and their opinions on the educational trend should be highlighted. Contrariwise, teachers' reflections on cooperative learning have been only slightly investigated in literature (Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008) , and yet they have not been focused on kindergarten teachers. These studies presented the difficulties teachers confront through 
Theoretical framework
Collaborative learning has been the centre of discussion lately, but a commonly accepted definition of this term does not exist (Jenni & Mauriel, 2004) . This lack of a common definition raises the need to outline the basic characteristics of the term. A description that can approximately define collaborative learning is that it is an educational method in which the creation of groups that work together for an expected result is considered to be a prerequisite. A definition that agrees with this description is Cohen's (1994, p.3) , who defined collaborative learning as '…students working together in a group small enough that everyone can participate on a collective task that has been clearly assigned'. Advantages and disadvantages of the method may affect its effectiveness, but it is a widespread method that helps learners and teachers in the learning process.
Peer interaction inside the classroom is the main characteristic of this method; discussion and cooperation can result in numerous benefits for the children, such as critical thinking, cognitive engagement and social skills advancement (Fawcett & Garton, 2005) . This kind of interaction can also help children broaden their minds and cultivate shared thinking (Dovigo, 2016) . Furthermore, they have to defend their opinions, develop their self-esteem and advance their flexibility and their listening competency (Otto, 2014) .
The concept of collaborative learning differentiates from the majority of typical learning methods, as it is not focused on a teacher-centred learning process, but on the communication among peers, with the teacher assuming the role of the manager and the facilitator (Laal & Laal, 2012) . Teachers in that case have to help children develop all those skills that will help them learn, without spoonfeeding them. In addition, teachers are responsible, especially through these kinds of techniques, for creating opportunities in order to furnish children with healthy social but also healthy emotional skills, such as empathy (Vasileiadou, 2009 ).
OBJECTIVES and METHODS
The main aim of this study was the evaluation of teachers' opinions on collaborative learning in kindergartens and how this learning method is applied more efficiently. Specifically, this survey focused on the teachers' reflections on the effectiveness of collaborative learning, including the necessary conditions and the ways for enhancing the implementation of the method. Furthermore, In the question concerning the sample's education, teachers could give more than one answer. As a result, 100 people (93.5%) answered that they have a bachelor's degree in preschool education.
Twenty-one (19.6%) of them had a master's degree and two participants held a PhD (1.9%).
Thirteen participants (12.1%) had a university degree from other faculties (primary education teachers, mathematicians, etc.), while 27 participants (25.2%) took part in a simulation program, where they could become kindergarten teachers and 41 people (38.3%) received recurrent training or attended a special teacher training course in classrooms with children from 4 to 6 years old.
Measures
For the aims of this study a questionnaire was designed, in order to investigate the application of collaborative learning in kindergarten schools. The quantitative method was selected as it was considered to be more appropriate for this type of study. The quantitative method has advantages that are related to the explicit description of the survey's objectives, the orientation of the variables of the study, dependent and independent, the high reliability of data and results and the objectivity of the extracted results (Matveet, 2002) .
The questionnaire consisted of three parts: the first part included questions concerning the personal characteristics of the sample, such as gender, age and teaching experience. In the second part, there were 14 multiple-choice questions (most of them allowed more than one answers) examining the and 'The improvement of social climate inside the classroom is considered to be a significant result of the cooperative learning process'). Answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale with a positive orientation, from 1 to 5 (where 1=Strongly disagree and 5=Strongly agree). No negative questions were included in the questionnaire. Questions included in the questionnaire were based on the literature review on collaborative learning and relevant studies concerning teachers' opinions on this topic (Lopata, Miller, & Miller, 2003; Baines, Blatchford, P., & Kutnick, P., 2008) .
A pilot study was conducted, in order to identify possible problems with the questionnaire. After the sample's comments and notifications, concerning mostly language issues, the questionnaire was revised and distributed to the main sample.
Data collection
This study took place in public and private kindergartens in the area of Central Macedonia from December 2017 to February 2018. The distribution of the questionnaires was carried out before the Christmas break, so that participants would have enough time to fill them out. The first page included the researcher's personal info, a guide for the completion of the questionnaire and one paragraph mentioning that questionnaires were anonymous and the participation was voluntary.
The analysis of the data was conducted through the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22.
RESULTS
The main aim of this survey was to examine the application of collaborative learning in kindergartens and the teachers' opinions on this teaching method. For this reason, a number of questions were combined, in order to help the reader fully understand the field of collaborative learning in kindergarten schools.
Application of collaborative learning in kindergarten
The first question to the kindergarten teachers who took part in this survey intended to identify whether they had attended a training course on collaborative training. Of the 107 teachers, 65 The next question concerned the application of collaborative learning in the classroom. Ninetyfive teachers (89.6%) answered that they apply the collaborative method in the classroom, versus 11 (10.4%) who answered that they do not use this method in the classroom. Moreover, the application of this method in most cases depends on the existence of the appropriate conditions, as 48 teachers (52.2%) answered that they apply this method whenever the activity allows it.
Nineteen teachers (20.7%) answered that they use this method on a daily basis, while another 19 teachers (20.7%) answered that they apply this method a few times during the week. Lastly, six teachers answered that they use this method a few times a month (6.5%). As for the activities teachers select in order to apply this learning method, the sample was divided in the area of language activities, since half of them (47 people, 50%) answered that they use the collaborative method in language activities and the rest answered negatively to this question. The effective application of collaborative learning depends greatly on how well prepared students are to join a group. As a result, teachers prepare children through group conversation (73 answers, 76.8%), through collaborative group play (80 answers, 84.2%) and through pro-collaborative activities (45 answers, 47.4%), while only 2 teachers (2.1%) answered they do not make any preparation with children at all before the application of collaborative learning. It is worth noting that the number of members making up a group in a collaborative activity varies, since some participants choose to create groups of 2 (14 answers, 14.7%), the same number of participants (14 answers, 14.7%) prefer to create groups of 3, whereas 41 teachers (43.2%) tend to create groups of 4 when they perform a collaborative activity. However, the majority of the participants answered that the number of group members depends on the nature of the activity (63 answers, 66.3%). 
Teachers' opinions on collaborative learning and teaching
The third part of the questionnaire used for this study consisted of questions that aimed to evaluate participants' opinions on collaborative learning. Exploratory factor analysis with rectangular axis rotation (Varimax) was conducted, which excluded five items, because either they loaded in two factors or in none of them. The factor analysis extracted an eight-factor solution, which accounted for 78.53% of total variance. As a result, items with a value greater than .4 loaded in each of the following factors: collaborative learning as an effective learning method (3 items); necessary Table 9 . Subsequently, an analysis of variance was carried out (ANOVA) in order to find out whether the factors above were influenced by other factors, such as age or experience. In the first case, analysis was conducted with the seven aforementioned factors acting as dependent factors and age acting as an independent factor. Results did not show any statistically significant differences.
In the second case, analysis was conducted with the seven aforementioned factors acting as dependent factors and experience acting as an independent factor. The results revealed that The factor enhancing ways of applying collaborative learning was affected by teachers' experience, as analysis showed a statistically significant difference (F(4,98)=1.696, p=.026) . In this factor too, Lastly, an independent-sample T-test analysis was conducted in order to detect possible statistically significant differences among the factors examined in this survey and question five 'Have you ever been trained in collaborative learning?'. Analysis showed that people who had received training in collaborative learning did not have any differences from those who had not received similar training.
DISCUSSION
Collaborative learning in kindergarten seems to be a difficult task for the teacher as children at that age are egocentric by nature and, as a result, not mature enough to possess the skills needed for group teaching (Jacobs, 2017) . Nevertheless, teachers find collaborative learning an interesting method even for preschoolers, as it enhances skills and abilities that will prove to be useful for the rest of their lives (Alanís, 2018) .
This study, which took place in public and private kindergarten schools in the area of Central Macedonia, unearthed the field of collaborative learning in preschool teaching in Greece. The results of this survey showed that training in collaborative learning is not obligatory, since teachers chose to follow such a training programme. Nevertheless, there are teachers who apply this educational method, even though they have not received such training. International literature has
shown that the majority of training in collaborative learning takes place at university, where students learn how to apply this method in a classroom setting (Guasch, Alvarez, & Espasa, 2010) .
The study also showed that collaborative learning is most suitable for spontaneous activities, or art and music activities in a classroom. Technology advancement, though, has changed the field and nowadays, the use of ICTs is the focal point of collaborative learning and teaching (Larusson & Alterman, 2009 ). The great influence technology has on today's collaborative teaching does not necessarily exclude the application of this method in art activities inside and outside the traditional education system (Richardson, 2010) .
However, the main finding of this study seems to be the major role that preschoolers' communication skills play in the efficiency of collaborative learning. In literature, there is a wealth of articles supporting this finding (Kultti & Pramling, 2015 (Strait, Parbery-Clark, O'Connell, & Kraus, 2013) and language activities (Brassart & Schelstraete, 2015) . Enhancement of communication skills has also been found to help preschoolers with disabilities in the advancement of language or other cognitive abilities, but also in the advancement of social skills (Clark & McDonnell, 2008) .
Communication skills are only one requirement for the application of efficient collaborative learning in kindergartens. This study has shown that there are a lot of skills that teachers need to teach their pupils, in order to efficiently work in a collaborative classroom environment. For this reason, there are a lot of initiatives for promoting social and emotional skills in preschoolers, in order to build a strong foundation for the rest of their lives (Morris, Mattera, Castells, Bangser, Bierman, & Raver, 2014) . Besides, by practising several skills with their students, such as sharing, fulfilling individual responsibilities and listening to the speaker, teachers aim to improve not only the group, but also each pupil separately (Tarim, 2009 ).
Nowadays, teachers are more open to new, unconventional activities through learning processes, a fact that partially derives from globalization and the rapid development of technology. Job characteristics, but also personal circumstances may affect this trend (Lohman, 2006) . This is why teachers find collaborative teaching and learning to be a very effective method, with positive benefits to preschoolers (acquisition of social and cognitive skills, enhancement of self-esteem, etc.
as the findings of this survey revealed. This may also be a reason why teachers underestimate the difficulties that they confront during a collaborative activity, as the advantages are more significant for the learning process and, subsequently, the children.
It is worth mentioning that in this research, teachers with more years of experience evaluated certain characteristics of collaborative learning, such as social and cognitive skills, skills enhancement and evaluation criteria, more highly than colleagues with less years of experience.
Since experience and age are two interrelated elements, younger people might be expected to be more open to such learning activities. However, in this case, younger teachers may have not been familiar enough with cooperative activities and for this reason they assessed them with a lower score.
Early childhood education is a level of education that faces many problems due to the receivers' nature and immaturity. Therefore, there should be a focus by governments generally, and specifically in Greece, which bears a financial crisis, with subsequent problems in the quality of such services (Stellakis, 2018) . New trends and methods, like collaborative learning, should be promoted in order to elevate the quality level of early education in every country. The literature is lacking in studies related to the collaborative learning method in kindergarten.
Nevertheless, kindergarten is an educational level in which cooperation must be promoted in order to be consolidated in pupils' skills. The results of this study can help state decision-makers recognize the situation related to collaborative learning and promote the conducting of respective programmes. Also, this survey can contribute to the gap in the literature regarding collaborative learning in preschool and constitutes the base for further research on the topic.
Conclusion
This research was conducted in order to examine the field of collaborative learning in kindergartens in Greece. The findings showed that this method is often used by kindergarten school teachers, as it provides a lot of benefits to preschoolers as well as to the learning process. The activities that are subject to collaborative learning are several (language, mathematics, art) and help children develop social, cognitive and emotional skills that will be useful in their lives.
Moreover, teachers highly evaluated the aspects of collaborative learning in this study. Some of the factors of collaborative learning, though, were found to be influenced by personal characteristics, such as age and experience, but not by the teacher's participation in a relevant training programme.
Among the limitations of the study was the totally uneven number of men and women, the uneven number of participants in each age group and their teaching experience. Furthermore, the questionnaire was developed by the writer, therefore a pilot study was conducted previously. Lastly, the questionnaire included self-report items that render the answers subjective.
A suggestion for future study could be the conduct of a qualitative study, where the researcher, through observation, could identify the advantages of collaborative learning in children.
Additionally, research could be conducted that also involves parents and teachers, in order to find out the benefits of collaboration.
